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Abstract 
Research indicates that life satisfaction judgments may be influenced by many different factors, but there is no clear evidence 
how these judgments are constructed. The purpose of this study was to examine sources of life satisfaction judgments in Latvia. 
Respondents (N=605) aged 18 - 70 completed self report measures of life satisfaction (SWLS), satisfaction with life domains, 
stressful life events, positive and negative affects (PANAS). Regression analysis shows that model including satisfaction with 
different life domains, positive and negative affects and number of stressful life events measures explains 53% of the variance in 
the overall life satisfaction. Immediately after completing the life satisfaction questionnaire, respondents were asked to write 
down their thoughts while completing it. Content analysis shows that the sources of LS judgment most often mentioned were 
relationships, personal development, financial situation, goals and education. Many respondents show high satisfaction in their 
comments, but low scores on the SWLS with implications of culture-specific interpretations involved in life satisfaction 
judgments.  
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1. Introduction 
Sociological pools show that about 80% of Europeans are satisfied with life, while in Latvia this indicator is 
significantly lower – only 63% indicate satisfaction (Standard Eurobarometer 67, 2007). Why this difference? What 
are the reasons? One of the major challenges of researchers is to understand how people choose the standards by 
which to evaluate their life and to make life satisfaction judgments. There is not one common theory in answer to 
this question. 
According to Ed Diener and his colleagues (Diener & Lucas, 1999), life satisfaction (LS) judgment (LS) is 
considered to be the cognitive component of a broader construct ‘’subjective well-being’’ (SWB) and it refers to a 
person's evaluation of his/her life as a whole. The vast majority of research on life satisfaction investigates the extent 
to which various demographic variables, circumstances, personality et.c predict life satisfaction. Diener, Suh, Lucas, 
and Smith (1999) concluded that the evidence for internal determinants of life satisfaction (personality and 
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biological factors) is much stronger than the evidence for external determinants (social and economical factors) of 
life satisfaction.  
In contrast to the personality approach, various social psychologists assume that life satisfaction judgments are 
heavily based on situational factors and satisfaction judgments are constructed at the time of judgment (Schwarz & 
Strack, 1999). Schwarz and Strack (1991) noted that asking participants to rate such broad categories as one’s “life 
as a whole” requests something quite impossible from the respondent (Schwarz & Strack, 1999).  
Because life satisfaction is assumed to be a judgment and is by definition subjective, researchers believe that self-
report methods are the most accurate way to measure it because they emphasize the subjective experience. The most 
widely used and most well-validated measure of life satisfaction is the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985). The language used for the items is relatively broad and nonspecific, allowing the 
respondents to subjectively evaluate their overall life satisfaction. 
Although current self-report measures of life satisfaction have shown good reliability and validity, the use of 
alternative methodologies could help to understand how judgments of life satisfaction are made. In a search for a 
new empirical approach to study life satisfaction judgments Schimmack and colleagues (Schimmack, Diener & 
Oishi, 2002) found that thought protocols can provide useful information about the determinants of life satisfaction. 
They asked participants what they were thinking while answering SWLS questions and interpreted their answers as 
indicators of ‘’sources’’ that people use when making life satisfaction judgments. They proposed that these 
‘’sources’’ differ by individuals, and that they are relatively stable as the basis for further life satisfaction judgments. 
Based on these assumptions, our research is intended to examine how a person comes to say that he or she is 
happy. What comes to a person’s mind while he or she is evaluating their satisfaction with life? Little research has 
addressed these questions previously; therefore, we conducted both quantitative and qualitative research to explore 
how life satisfaction judgments are constructed in Latvia. Specifically, this paper addresses two main questions: 
 (1) How are life domains, positive and negative affects and stressful life events associated with life satisfaction 
judgments? Which aspects are most predictive?
 (2) What do respondents mention as the basis for their life satisfaction judgments?   
2. Method 
Participants 
The study sample consisted of 605 residents of Latvia aged 18 - 70 years (M= 30.92 ; SD=11.01) from different 
backgrounds who volunteered to fill in the questionnaire which was sent to them via e-mail. Women were over-
represented in the study (70% women and 30% men). 82% of respondents were employed, 13% - students and 5% 
currently unemployed.  
Measures and procedure 
Initially life satisfaction was measured with the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; M=22.7; SD=5.77, N=605) 
(Diener, et.al, 1985), translated to Latvian with forward – back translation, as were all other questionnaires used in 
this study. The scale has good psychometric properties, and the internal consistency coefficient of the scale in the 
present study was 0.83. 
Immediately after reporting their current level of life satisfaction respondents were asked to write down their 
thoughts while completing these items. A similar question was used by Ross and colleagues (Ross, Eyman & 
Kishchuck, 1986) and then Schimmack, Diener and Oishi (2002) whereby respondents were asked to report their 
thoughts during life satisfaction judgments. After a pilot trial we reformulated the question as follows: ‘’Now, please 
spend a couple of minutes and write down what aspects of your life you considered or what other thoughts came to 
your mind while answering the previous items. Please try to describe your thoughts as precisely as you can and 
write them down in free form’’. Content analysis was used to code these responses. At first all textual responses 
were grouped according to themes, and then broader categories, sources of LS judgments were established. The 
other questionnaires were presented electronically as well, in the following order:  
Satisfaction with life domains was measured by asking participants to rate their satisfaction in 12 domains using a 
7 point Likert scale from 1 – highly unsatisfied to 7 – highly satisfied. These domains were subsequently grouped on 
the basis of factor analysis and only three common factors were used in further analysis. These three factors are: 
Satisfaction with personal development; Satisfaction with economic/political factors; Satisfaction with close 
relationships.  
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The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, &Tellegen, 1988) was used to measure affect 
experienced by participants during the previous month. The internal consistency coefficients in the present study 
were 0, 87 and 0, 86 for positive affect (PA) and negative affect (PA), respectively. The means for PA were 33.55 
(SD=7.48) and 24, 65 (SD=7.51) for NA.  
Stressful life events were measured using a scale of 50 stressful life events based on the Social Readjustment 
Rating Scale (SRRS; Holmes & Rahe, 1967). All items were coded as ‘’positive’’ or ‘’negative’’ based upon a 
group of local expert judgments, and the sum of positive and negative events experienced by a participant during the 
last year was calculated. 
Items on the demographic questionnaire include age, sex,  level of education, relationship status, employment 
status, religious affiliation and the self evaluation of one’s current personal financial situation (in a Likert scale 
where 1 - ‘’I lack even the most basic things’’ and 7 - ‘’I can afford almost everything I want’’). 
Data were collected online from July to August, 2008. It should be noted that at the time of data collection the 
possibility of economic recession was being mentioned in mass media, but the actual recession of 2009-2010 had 
not yet commenced. 
3. Results 
Initial data analysis involved correlations of LS judgment ratings with ratings of positive and negative affects, 
satisfaction with life domains and stressful life events. Ratings from all measured variables yielded significant 
correlations with global life satisfaction ratings and therefore all were included in the further regression analysis.  
To determine which variables are more predictive to life satisfaction in Latvia, we entered domain satisfaction, 
stressful life events and positive and negative affect scores into a regression analysis (stepwise model) predicting 
overall life satisfaction. Results for the model are presented in Table 1. 
As shown in Table 2, the regression model was significant, F (6; 569) = 105.73, p<0.001. The model of six 
variables explained 53% of life satisfaction. Satisfaction with personal development was most strongly related to life 
satisfaction and accounted for 35 % of the variance. Satisfaction with close relationships accounted for additional 7, 
3 % of the variance and satisfaction with political/financial factors accounted for more 5.8 % of this variance. 
Positive and negative affects and positive life events all together explained additional 4.5 % of variance 
UTable 1. Stepwise regression analysis summary for variables predicting life satisfaction. N= 605 
 
 Variable B SE (B) ȕ F R2 
Life satisfaction    105.73***  .53 
Satisfaction with personal development 1.88 .24 .29***   
Satisfaction with close relationships 1.17 .16 .23***   
Satisfaction with political/financial  factors 1.26 .17 .24***   
Positive affect  .14 .03 .17***   
Positive life events  .44 .12 .11***   
Negative affect -.06 .02 - .08**   
*** p<0.001; **p<0.01 
 
Qualitative analysis of ‘’sources’’ of life satisfaction judgments 
A qualitative approach based on content analysis principles was used to find out what individuals mention as the 
basis of their life satisfaction judgment. Initially all textual responses were grouped according to themes, and then 
broader categories or sources of LS judgments were established. All individual responses were coded by two 
independent experts. The categories and the examples of the themes are described in Table 2. In line with previous 
studies (Diener & Lucas, 1999) respondents most often mentioned different life domains as the sources of their LS 
judgment. Specific life domains most often mentioned by participants were close relationships and personal 
development. These same domains we found important for life satisfaction in the regression analysis.  
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Respondents also quite frequently used formal responses or impersonal philosophical thoughts instead of 
reporting their personal thoughts. It is likely that respondents lacked the motivation to note their thoughts in writing 
more fully, or this can be interpreted as a kind of psychological defense. 
Respondents often discussed attainment of goals and noted that this can be criteria to judge if one is satisfied with 
life or not. This supports the ideas of Ryan and Deci (2000) as emphasized in Self Determination theory. 
In contrast with previous research stating that people use comparisons and concrete life situations as a base of life 
satisfaction judgments (Schwarz & Strack, 1999), respondents in our research mentioned these aspects less 
frequently. Also emotional states or affects were mentioned very rarely, but this can be due to the methodology of 
our research, because the formulation of the question primarily addressed thoughts. 
Comments on the items of the SWLS questionnaire are the most unexpected responses and, as to our knowledge 
have not been previously addressed by theory or research. Respondents analyzed the items and gave their personal 
and sometimes philosophical explanations which often were controversial to what is expected in regard to these 
items. 
UTable 2. Sources and subthemes of life satisfaction judgments 
 
Sources  Themes % Examples (excerpts) 
Life domains Relationships/ family/ children 19,3%  Am I happy? Do I have a beloved person? Do my children loves and respects me? 
  Personal development 14,8%  I am satisfied with life in common, I want to ‘’find myself’’ and develop new skills. 
  Financial situation 12,8%  About crisis in economics, about financial problems and bankrupts around. 
  Career, professional sphere 11,2%  Career, success in business. 
  Household conditions 10,0%  I wish I could improve my household conditions. 
  Education 8,0%  I did not choose school I wanted. 
  Economics, politics, government 2,7% 
 I have worked hard all my life and wanted peaceful 
days when retired, but this country has cheated me, I 
am so disappointed in this system.  
  Health 1,7% If I could start my life over I would care about my health more.  
  Religion 1,2% God always gives us an excellent life! 
Formal and 
philosophical answers  Formal response / no response 16,5%  No thoughts, nothing. 
   Impersonal philosophy 12,8%  If one wants something very much, he will receive it one day… 
 Goals 
 
 Comparisons of achieved and future 
goals 8,3% 
 I thought about my dreams, what I have realized and 
what not. 
   Achieved goals, other achievements 7,7%  What I own and what I have achieved…. 
   Future goals 6,5%  I need to study a lot. 
   Failure to attain a goal 2,3%  About my family, the house I have not built, the only one child I have, the car I can not buy.  
‘’In most ways my life is close to my 
ideal.’’ 10,8% I was thinking - is anything in life ideal? Comments on  
questions in  SWLS 
questionnaire  ‘’If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing’’  10,5% 
If I would start my life over, yes, I would change 
something not to improve things but just to try new and 
interesting things.  
  ‘’The conditions of my life are excellent’’ 3,2% 
If everything is perfect there is no meaning in life, you 
do not have goals to strive.  
Concrete life events, 
current situation     7,3% 
It is raining today; I am early at work and want to 
sleep. 
Comparisons With oneself in a past 4,8% I have felt better before, but right now I do not feel good. 
  With others 2,0% Nothing is in a way I wanted, my brothers lives much better. 
Emotional state    2,0% My mood influenced how I replied to these questions 
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4. Discussion 
The purpose of the current study was to find out sources of life satisfaction judgments for respondents in Latvia 
using both a quantitative and qualitative approach.  
In line with previous research (Diener, Oishi & Lucas, 2003), participants’ scores on the SWLS reflected more 
satisfaction than dissatisfaction, results were positively skewed. Also participants showed more positive than 
negative affects, but, more negative than positive stressful life events. In regard to domain satisfaction, satisfaction 
with political – financial aspects was negatively skewed and participants showed more dissatisfaction than 
satisfaction in this respect. They were more satisfied than dissatisfied with personal development and their close 
relationships.  
Regression analysis showed that satisfaction with personal development, close relationships and political/ 
financial aspects are most highly predictive of life satisfaction.  
Although global life satisfaction conceptually and empirically may be distinguished from satisfaction with 
particular life domains, these results showed that domain satisfaction is of great importance for life satisfaction in 
general. Positive and negative affects and positive life events are also important predictors of life satisfaction, but 
their impact is less important for the Latvian sample. Also of interest is the fact that negative life events were not 
predictive of life satisfaction in this regression model.  
Qualitative data also support the importance of life domains for life satisfaction judgments, specifically, the 
importance of personal development and close relationships. This finding is important in order to validate 
therapeutic methods that could be used to promote life satisfaction. We can conclude that for people in Latvia the 
concepts of ‘’ideal life” and “excellent life’’ are ambiguous. If we compare comments with LS scores, we can see 
that many respondents showed high satisfaction in their comments, but in the questionnaire ratings their scores were 
quite low. It seems possible that responses to LS questionnaire items may provide misleading information about the 
actual subjectively experienced level of life satisfaction. This finding raises questions of culture-specific 
interpretations involved in life satisfaction judgments which were not addressed in the current research. Another 
limitation is the use of written reports which may have been partially responsible for the number of formal 
responses. This limitation points to directions for future research which could address these issues, by placing an 
emphasis upon in-depth interviewing.  
Conclusions 
The main sources of life satisfaction judgments in Latvia are satisfaction with life domains, specifically 
satisfaction with personal development and close relationships. Both quantitative and qualitative research results 
showed these domains as being the most important. In the future appropriate life-satisfaction promoting programs 
could be established with an emphasis upon increasing and promoting satisfaction within these domains.  
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